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1. Introduction

Ilisu, a small village located in Southeastern Anatolia next to the Tigris 
River, has become eponymous for a giant hydropower project with a 
� nancial volume well over a billion Euros. The power plant is intend-
ed to have an installed capacity of 1,200 megawatts, producing an es-
timated 3,833 gigawatt hours per year. This would contribute an esti-
mated 300 million Euros to Turkey’s national economy.

The Ilisu Dam, with a planned height of 136 meters and a reservoir 
area of 313 km2, is part of the Southeastern Anatolia Project (GAP), a gi-
ant development project of the Turkish government. Its declared objec-
tive is the stimulation of economic growth in the region, which should 
bring wealth and prosperity to the people within the economically un-
derdeveloped province of Southeastern Anatolia. 3,500 to 4,000 jobs 
would be directly created during the construction of the Ilisu Dam, 
which would last � ve to seven years. For each � ve construction work-
ers, one additional job would be indirectly created in the service sec-
tor in order to service the growing needs of the laborers. Following 
the logic of the project’s proponents, direct investments will follow the 
dam’s completion, and the improved infrastructure is expected to en-
able a substantial increase in economic productivity and a higher liv-
ing standard in the region.1

On the � ip side of the coin, the oceanic reservoir of the Ilisu Dam would 
have severe impacts on the environment and inundate the living space 
of tens of thousands of people. Around 55,000 to 65,000 Project Affect-
ed Persons (PAPs), living distributed in almost two hundred settle-
ments, would be subject to involuntary resettlement as a result of the 
construction and operation of the Ilisu Dam.2 The largest affected set-
tlement within the reservoir area is the district town Hasankeyf, with 

1 Basic facts were taken from the of� cial project website www.ilisu-wasser-
kraftwerk.com (retrieved June 29, 2010) and an information booklet from 
DSi which was released on the occasion of the ground-breaking ceremony 
of the Ilisu dam in 2006. Further information in Turkish can be found on the 
of� cial Website of DSi: http://www.dsi.gov.tr/ilisu_projesi.pdf (retrieved 
April 3, 2010).

2 Resettlement Committee of Experts 2008, 2nd Report: p7 & p50. CoE-R also 
remarked that census data had not been available at that time. The accurate 
number of Project Affected Persons (PAP) is still in dispute.
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3,271 inhabitants.3 Hasankeyf is located on a historic trade route con-
necting Mesopotamia, Asia and Europe, and has been settled for many 
thousands of years.4 It served as a Nestorian bishop’s see in the 5th cen-
tury AD and it was the capital of the Artuqids around the 12th century. 
The town is situated in the spectacular setting of a landscape shaped 
by the Tigris River. Several of its monuments are evidence of a glorious 
past. Among them are the Artuklu Bridge from the 12th century and 
the Al-R�zk Mosque and the Tomb of Zeynel Bey from the 15th centu-
ry. Even though the Turkish government declared its intent to relocate 
some selected monuments to a cultural park area, many others will be 
inundated if the Ilisu Dam is built. That is why the town’s future has 
been particularly controversial.

Paradoxically, the political quarrel over the Ilisu project, which was 
about to sound the death knell for Hasankeyf, catapulted the town to 
fame in Turkey, Europe and beyond. An only too well known inter-
net search engine � nds over half a million entries for the search term 
“Hasankeyf”. This high degree of popularity has contributed to the 
fact that this relatively small town in Southeastern Anatolia is a tour-
ism hot spot today.

3 Number of inhabitants in 2007, source: www.yerelnet.org.tr (retrieved April 
3, 2010).

4 The history of Hasankeyf and since when the town has been settled is a con-
troversy itself that I am unable to resolve in this paper. Opponents of the 
dam usually claim that the town is 10,000 to 12,000 years old. This cannot be 
veri� ed, but certainly the town and the surrounding area have been settled 
long before the beginning of the Christian calendar.
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2. Historical Overview (1954 – 2009)

On the 18th of December, 1953 the Turkish State Hydraulic Works 
(DSi) was founded. It formed its organization in 1954. The very same 
year, the planning of the Ilisu project began. The dam forms part of 
the Southeastern Anatolia Project (GAP), a gigantic infrastructure proj-
ect and one of the world’s largest irrigation schemes, consisting of 22 
dams, 19 hydroelectric power plants and irrigation for 1.7 million hect-
ares of farmland. The GAP region covers around 10 percent of Turkey 
in terms of space and population. However, the gross regional prod-
uct only accounted for 5.5 percent of Turkey’s gross domestic product 
(GDP) in 2001. Per capita income in the GAP region was only $1,186, 
while per capita income of Turkey was $2,146.5 This is symptomatic of 
Turkey’s west-east divide in terms of income and wealth.

The ambitious target of GAP is to increase the region’s GDP and min-
imize the gap between the regional and national income levels. In-
dustrialization and export-oriented farming should bring wealth and 
prosperity to the region, which has suffered from enduring political in-
stability, especially during the 1980s and 90s. According to the of� cial 
description, “the philosophy of sustainable human development was 
adopted in the context of GAP activities upholding the principles of 
human development, participation, equality and fairness”.6 These is-
sues will be addressed at a later point within this paper.

If built, the Ilisu Dam will be the second biggest dam in Turkey in 
terms of reservoir size, with a storage capacity of 10.4 billion cubic me-
ters.7 After a pre-investigation report was published by DSi in 1971, the 
� nal plans were worked out by Turkish and foreign engineers under 
DSi’s supervision. Feasibility studies and planning were completed at 
the end of 1982.8 No substantial changes in the project’s design have 

5 Socio-economic characteristics of the GAP Region, Of� cial Gap Website:  
http://www.gap.gov.tr/gap_eng.php?sayfa=English/Ggbilgi/gozel.html 
(Last update on July 3, 2006, accessed on April 3, 2010).

6 Republic of Turkey: Latest situation on South Eastern Anatolia Project – Ac-
tivities of the GAP administration, downloaded from the of� cial GAP web-
site: http://www.gap.gov.tr/English/Genel/sdurum.pdf (of� cially re-
leased in June 2006, accessed on April 3, 2010).

7 Republic of Turkey: Ground-breaking ceremony for the Ilisu dam, Informa-
tion booklet. See also: http://www.dsi.gov.tr/ilisu_projesi.pdf (retrieved 
April 3, 2010).

8 ENCON: URAP 2005, Annex G.2, information booklet
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been made since that time.9 Nevertheless, the project still awaits its re-
alization since all attempts to � nance the project’s implementation so 
far have failed.

The � rst international tender phase for the Ilisu project started in 1996/ 
1997.10 The former consortium leader, the Swiss company Sulzer Hy-
dro ran for the job together with the British company Balfour Beat-
ty, the Italian company Impregilo, the Swedish company Skanska and 
three Turkish companies. The British Export Credits Department and 
a number of other ECAs were approached,11 but a deal could not be 
closed. In November 2001, a year after Skanska had abandoned the 
Ilisu project, Balfour Beatty, together with its Italian partner Impregi-
lo, also decided to pull. The company stated that “the decision follows 
a thorough and extensive evaluation of the commercial, environmen-
tal and social issues inherent in the project. […] With appropriate solu-
tions to these issues still unsecured and no early resolution likely, Bal-
four Beatty believes that it is not in the best interests of its stakeholders 
to pursue the project further.”12 This statement was countered by a rep-
resentative of the Austrian company Andritz Hydro, who claimed that 
the major reason why Balfour Beatty and its partner companies had 
failed to close a deal was that they overpriced their offer.13

In 2004, the second tender phase for the Ilisu project started. After the 
collapse of this � rst international consortium, Sulzer Hydro had been 
bought by VA Tech which was later purchased by Andritz Hydro. An-
dritz took the lead of a newly composed consortium and pushed ahead 
with the Ilisu project despite all criticism from environmentalists and 
human rights activists. German, Austrian and Swiss ECAs were ap-
proached in the course of negotiations. Despite the fact that interna-
tional � nancing had not yet been of� cially secured, Turkish Prime 
Minister Erdo�an personally led the ground-breaking ceremony at the 

9 Personal interview with the IC Representative to PIU, Ertan Demirbas, An-
kara, May 16, 2009

10 Personal interview with a representative of Andritz AG, Vienna, April 27, 
2009

11 United Kingdom Parliament, Select Committee on Trade and Industry, 
Twelfth Report: http://www.publications.parliament.uk/pa/cm200001/
cmselect/cmtrdind/512/51204.htm (retrieved April 3, 2010).

12 BBC News, November 13, 2001, http://news.bbc.co.uk/2/hi/business/ 
1653727.stm (retrieved April 3, 2010).

13 Personal interview with a representative of Andritz AG, Vienna, April 27, 
2009
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construction site in Ilisu on the 5th of August, 2006. Two months later 
the ECAs of Austria, Germany and Switzerland and the Turkish Gov-
ernment Organization DSi formally agreed on the conditions for of� -
cial export support at the Final Assessment Meeting in Ankara (FAM) 
on the 6th of October, 2006. The essence of this agreement was that com-
pliance with the standards of the World Bank became legally binding 
for the implementation of the project in return for export credit sup-
port. On the 28th of March 2007, the governments of Austria, Germany 
and Switzerland formally committed to issue an export credit guaran-
tee for the Ilisu project.14 The supply contracts were � nalized in Au-
gust 2007, and in February 2008 the export credit guarantees came into 
force. The Ilisu Consortium took the advanced payment in March 2008 
which marked the beginning of the project implementation phase.15

At this time, NGOs in Turkey, Switzerland, Germany and Austria were 
already campaigning heavily against the project. Besides the long last-
ing controversy over the � ooding of Hasankeyf and the archaeologi-
cally important sites in the Tigris Valley, dam opponents stressed the 
possibility that the construction and operation of the Ilisu Dam may es-
calate regional tensions over water issues between Turkey and its ri-
parian states, Syria and Iraq. Critics also argued that the building of 
the dam would cause ecological disaster and that the inundation of the 
homes of tens of thousands of people would be a massive interference 
into people’s lives and an infringement of their basic rights. Project 
opponents claimed that out-migration from the reservoir area would 
contribute to the obvious problem of massive urbanization in Turkey 
and therefore would have structural impacts reaching well beyond the 
group of the Project Affected Persons itself. This was also an argument 
of regional politicians who opposed the dam. The most prominent ex-
ponents were the elected mayors of the cities of Diyarbakir and Bat-
man, who openly supported the campaign against the Ilisu project. 
Both cities have experienced a massive increase in population during 
the last decades, pushing public service to the brink of collapse.16

14 Oesterreichische Kontrollbank AG: http://www.oekb.at/de/exportser-
vice/transparenz-compliance/Projekte-der-Umweltkategorien-A-B/ilisu/
Seiten/eckdaten.aspx (retrieved April 3, 2010)

15 Interview, personally conducted with the IC Representative to PIU, Ertan 
Demirbas, Ankara, 16th of May 2009

16 Population had of� cially increased from 12,601 to 246,678 people in Bat-
man and from 401,884 to 1,362,708 in Diyarbakir between the years 1960 and 
2000 (Source: www.yerelnet.org.tr. April 4 2010).
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The Committee of Experts (CoE) monitored compliance with interna-
tional standards as speci� ed in the Terms of Reference (ToR) of the 
Agreed Minutes of the Final Assessment Meeting. After the CoE had re-
ported a substantial backlog in the completion of these ToR, the ECAs 
issued an Environmental Failure Notice (EFN) to the Turkish govern-
ment in October 2008. The main complaints were shortcomings in the 
Resettlement of the Project Affected Persons, as well as the ill-prepared 
relocation of Hasankeyf’s monuments. Turkey was given sixty days 
time to deliver a response to the EFN.

With the issuing of the EFN, pressure from the NGOs also intensi� ed, 
especially in the European decisional centers. The most spectacular ac-
tion was the peaceful occupation of the Austrian export credit agency, 
the Oesterreichische Kontrollbank AG (OeKB), in Vienna on Decem-
ber 10th, 2008. The issue was resolved peacefully as the OeKB appar-
ently did not call upon the police to vacate its of� ce of protesters. The 
activists left the building voluntarily at exactly � ve minutes to twelve, 
a symbolic time associated with the environmentalist movement. The 
occupation of the OeKB drew considerable media interest, and the in-
cident was covered by the daily news on Austrian national television.17 
A recorded statement by the CEO of the OeKB Rudolf Scholten, and 
a live statement by Austria’s Foreign Minister Michael Spindelegger 
both indicated that the Turkey’s lack of compliance with contractually 
agreed-upon standards would have repercussions.

After the Turkish government failed to deliver a satisfactory response 
to the EFN, the export credit agencies ordered the suspension of de-
livery contracts for the project for a period of 180 days, beginning on 
December 23rd, 2008. The Turkish government was asked to bring the 
project up to international standards within these six months. A new 
evaluation of the project was scheduled for June 2009, and a decision 
about how to proceed was expected for July. Encouraged by the ECAs’ 
suspension of delivery contracts, NGOs continued to campaign against 
the Ilisu project, which seemed to increasingly loose public support - if 
it ever had any - in Turkey and Europe alike. The closer the day of the 
ECAs’ decision of how to proceed after the expiration of the suspen-
sion period came, the more public opposition to their involvement in 

17 ZIB 2 news on ORF 2, Wednesday, 10th of December 2008 at 10 p.m. with 
an average range of 7.5 percent of all national viewers, equating to 527,000 
people. (source: AGTT / GfK TELETEST, transmitted via email from medi-
aresearch@orf.at, 30th of April 2009)
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the project grew. Local, regional and national politicians from Austria, 
Germany and Switzerland, as well as many prominent artists and in-
tellectuals from Europe and Turkey, took a � rm stand against the proj-
ect. The mayor of Diyarbakir, one of the biggest cities in Southeastern 
Anatolia, was in the forefront of regional critics. Also the Turkish ce-
lebrity musicians Tarkan and Aynur as well as the famous Turkish au-
thors Yasar Kemal and Nobel Prize Laureate Orhan Pamuk were op-
posed to the building of the dam.18 On the 28th of May, 2009, NGOs 
hosted a conference against the Ilisu Dam in Berlin - the very same 
time when I carried out � eld research in the project area (see chapter 3). 
The conference drew considerable attention from the media and was 
also reported in Turkish newspapers, becoming the subject of the day 
in Hasankeyf’s teahouses.

Meanwhile, the Turkish government optimistically af� rmed its will to 
start construction of the dam in July 2009. But, on the 19th of June, 2009, 
the German authorities leaked that they would � nally withdraw from 
the project after the expiration of the suspension period. The informa-
tion was � rst published by the German newspaper Frankfurter Rund-
schau via their online service on the 19th of June, a couple of minutes 
after midday.19 Since it was a Friday and the weekend tends to begin 
early for civil servants and government of� cials, journalists were un-
able to � nd somebody who could either deny or con� rm the informa-
tion. The news article stayed online the whole day without any of� cial 
denial or con� rmation of the information. The next day, on June 20th, 
virtually all newspapers within Germany, Austria and Switzerland re-
ported about ECAs’ expected withdrawal in their morning editions, 
referring to the online service of the Frankfurter Rundschau which had 
dropped the bomb without the mention of a single name or agency as 
a source.

History proved that the information had been accurate: the ECAs of-
� cially announced their withdrawal from the Ilisu project in a joint 
statement on the 7th of July, 2009. Two days later, this was followed by 
a joint withdrawal of the three foreign lending institutions Bank Aus-

18 A list of prominent supporters against the Ilisu project can be obtained from 
the “Stop Ilisu Campaign” website: http://m-h-s.org/ilisu/front_content.
php?idart=487 (retrieved April 3, 2010). Valuable information about the re-
sistance in Turkey can also be obtained from the Turkish campaign’s web-
site: http://www.hasankeyfgirisimi.com (retrieved April 3, 2010)

19 Frankfurter Rundschau, June 19, 2009, online: http://www.fr-online.de/
top_news/?em_cnt=1803702& 
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tria (Uni Credit), Deka Bank and Société Générale on the 9th of July. 
This was a serious set-back for the entire project, leaving a � nancial 
gap of roughly half a billion Euros, which led to a collapse of the Ilisu 
Consortium; whether the project will be redesigned or other investors 
will step in was still uncertain upon the completion of this paper. In 
any case it did delay the project and the construction site remained si-
lent during the summer of 2009.
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3. Research Strategy

The basic assumption behind this research is that the realization of a 
large hydro-power project is not only a technical endeavor - it is also 
the result of a complex governance process. It requires the coordinat-
ed action of numerous individuals who are organized within different 
agencies, and those agencies’ spheres of in� uence may stretch across 
national boundaries. Thus, the interdependence and interaction of 
stakeholders, the organizational structure and the institutional frame-
work shape the design and the implementation of any large hydro-
power project, apart from deliberations of engineering.

The guiding questions of this paper are: who are the stakeholders of 
the Ilisu project, what are their interests, and how are they linked to 
each other in governance? Which international institutions affected the 
project? This set of questions will be answered by a description of gov-
ernance (chapter 4) and the different stakeholders (chapter 5) as well 
as the international institutions that codetermined project law (chap-
ter 6).

Subsequently, questions of compliance with project law and questions 
of legitimacy will be addressed. For this purpose, governance of the 
Ilisu project will be benchmarked against the standards of the World 
Bank (chapter 7), before dealing with the legitimacy of the Ilisu project 
(chapter 8). Final conclusions will be drawn (chapter 9) before making 
some suggestions to enhance participation of the Project Affected Peo-
ple within the governance of the Southeastern Anatolia Project GAP 
(chapter 10).

Empiric research was started at the end of 2008 and was completed in 
July 2009. Research activities consisted of a review of project related 
documents, a � eld trip to the reservoir area and the proposed dam site, 
and guideline-based interviews with at least one representative of each 
stakeholder group. This is a list of interview partners:

Rudolf Scholten, CEO of the Oesterreichische Kontrollbank 
AG (Vienna)
Günther Holzer from Andritz Hydro, the leading company of 
the European delivery consortium (Vienna)
The Nurol-Cengiz representative to the Project Implementa-
tion Unit (PIU), Ertan Demirba� (Ankara)
Ulrich Eichelmann from the NGO ECA-Watch Austria (Vienna)

•

•

•

•


